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Exploring Core Values
in the Middle East from a
Missiological Perspective
ing rather than investing in the
dead (In Sunni Islam, there are
four schools of interpretation
By GPP
of Islamic law: Hanafi, Hanbali,
Shafii, and Maliki). Samia left the
place with peace; now she knew
Samia’s father had just passed what to do!
away. His death was unexpected,
Samia and millions of Musand her grieving family was torn lims seek concrete answers in
over what could seem a simple their faith. These are more than
dilemma: should they fulfill his matters of personal decision
wish of going to Mecca for pil- left to the conscientious efforts
grimage or honor his memory by of individual believers. In tragiving money to the poor? The ditional Islamic communities,
family was divided. “What does such as the ones found in the
our religion say?” they wanted Middle East, there is a sense
to know.
of interconnectedness with the
I met Samia on her way back past. No problem is completely
from Al-Azhar where she had new; therefore, past guidance
gone to consult the opinion of can help provide solutions to
an expert on Islamic law who modern problems. Second,
could issue her a fatwa to settle there is a sense of belonging to
the matter. The Mufti, a highly a community upon which God
trained scholar in legal matters, has bestowed wisdom through
ruled that according to the Shaffi its laws which offers a pool of
school (prevalent in Egypt), it is right choices.
preferable to look after the livSamia could have consulted
the qualified opinion of another
GPP and her husband have been
legal expert from another school
involved in ministry with Muslims
people in various countries for the of law who perhaps would have
past 12 years. They both share a ruled in favor of the hajj, but if
strong passion for God’s people this had been the case, Samia
among Muslims and for the amazing would still have been at peace,
God that is drawing Muslims to him- knowing that going on a pilgrimself in new ways.
age on behalf of her deceased
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father was something that had
been done before, or that at least
in the past there was some legal
basis for this. Third, there is an
understanding that one’s choices do have a bearing on one’s
family; therefore, choices are to
be made that preserve the good
name (honor) of the family while
maintaining the social order.
Interconnectedness with the
past, need for clear rulings in
one’s daily life, and community
life are integral to Samia’s context; they define in part who she
is. So, how does the gospel take
root in such a context? How can
it become a source of guidance
for everyday life without being

This article seeks to answer
these questions and explores
possible ways forward based on
personal research and my past
experience of ministering in Muslim contexts.
Background
In 2001 my family moved to
the Middle East with the purpose of understanding how to
effectively minister in these lands
and to foster new ministry initiatives. This was the beginning of a
journey which was both fascinating and, at times, disconcerting.
Very soon it became clear that we
needed to immerse ourselves in
the local culture so we decided

Felt needs emerge from people’s set
of values that guide their lives and help
them to make sense of it.
perceived as bid’a (literally, innovation), the Islamic term for
heresy? In a context in which
orthopraxy overrides orthodoxy,
how can the gospel be clearly
heard by women who are seeking God in their daily lives but
who reject anything having to
do with Christianity? Can the
gospel enter into a new community and affirm what is good
in it? Or, how can the gospel
bring about change in a way
that can be self-perpetuating?
It was imperative for me to have
clear answers to these questions
if I was to make any difference
in my context.
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
2/2008

to start by identifying the heart
“felt needs.” Felt needs are the
emotional and social needs, often
unseen, that move people to seek
change. They are powerful motivators and are life issues through
which people seek to obtain such
things as honor, purity, respectability, and protection.
Why focus on felt needs instead of spiritual issues like
sinfulness, the fallen human nature, rebellion against God, and
the need for salvation? I came to
believe that felt needs provide a
window into people’s lives that
God can use to begin a process
that could lead to transformation
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in the spiritual areas of life. Felt
needs also emerge from people’s
set of values that guide their lives
and help them to make sense
of it. Samia, for instance, is not
simply honoring the memory of
her deceased father for her own
sake. She is acting as an honorable daughter in the eyes of her
elders and family. If she were to
go on hajj to Mecca, her status
in the community would change;
she would be called Hajja Samia,
a very honorable title. In the case
of investing her funds to serve
the poor instead of going on hajj,
Samia would also be vested with
honor by those who perceive

will lead to the heart of the value
system of the complex Middle
Eastern Muslim community. If a
map of reality could be depicted,
it would be concentric. To provide
us with a visual model of Middle
Eastern culture, imagine an
onion. At the core of this onion
is worldview with its integrated
assumptions and premises about
the universe but they are hidden
from the naked eye and covered
by several thick layers.
Values form the next layer
surrounding the worldview core
and consist of deeply held beliefs
about what is good, right, and
appropriate. Values are deep-

People accumulate their values during
childhood based on teachings and observations of their parents, teachers, religious leaders, and . . . powerful people.
her generosity as a response
from a good heart. Honor would
be bestowed upon her and her
family which is much desired in
her culture. What was her felt
need? Guidance—so she would
know how to express respect
in an Islamically appropriate
manner. The cultural value was
honor and the way to maintain
and receive it.
A Model for Examining
Middle Eastern Culture
As has already been pointed
out, felt needs reflect the values
of a society. Thus, identifying
and understanding these needs

seated and remain constant over
time. People accumulate their
values during childhood based
on teachings and observations of
their parents, teachers, religious
leaders, and other influential and
powerful people.
The next layer consists of
the beliefs of a community. Felt
needs and other needs such as
physical or financial needs, intrinsic needs (most people are
not aware of this set of needs,
which includes the need of salvation, God’s forgiveness, etc.)
form the external layer and are
most clearly exposed, and yet
they are still not fully evident
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if one does not understand the
host culture.
Finally the last layer consists of people’s behavior and is
observable. But the meanings
outsiders attribute to behavior
can also be misunderstood and
misrepresented and can cause
confusion.
The onion as a whole represents all the elements that make
up a given “culture.” All the layers of the onion actively interact
which each other and can be
challenged when felt needs or
values change. However, it is at
the deeper levels that the most
deep-seated assumptions of a
society lie, assumptions which
are complex and diverse.
It was through studying felt
needs that I began to understand
the deeper levels of the culture
in which Samia lives out her life.
So, where did I start my journey
of discovery? First, I asked myself, “What questions are people
asking? What are they reading
or watching on TV; what are
they discussing in the media?
What moves them to search for
help? Where do they go? What
are the differences between the
youth and the rest of society?
What is the profile of the most
militant section of this community? What have women and
men of this region been talking
about, not only today but in the
past, in their literature, in their
old songs, poetry, etc.? What do
Middle Easterners fear? What
do they reject? How big is the
gap between their ideals and the
actual state of their society?
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
2/2008

Methodology
As a basis of this study I
consulted the Qur’an and several biographies on the Prophet
Mohammad, the hadith (a collection of sayings and actions
of the Prophet Muhammad and
his close companions), Islamic books, travelogues, history
books, books on how jurists
interpret Islamic law, newspaper articles, Arab novels and
short stories, Islamic websites
in which young people seek the
advice of the legal experts, casual observation, and personal
interviews with professors from
the social science departments
in three Egyptian universities.
I spent hours browsing bookshops and asking what people
were reading, and I followed
some of the most viewed TV programs in the region and bought
numerous sermon tapes on the
street or in front of mosques to
learn what people were listening
to. I befriended several religious
leaders and sat for endless hours
with Muslim friends. Still, my
quest is far from being fully
comprehensive.
A Groundbreaking
Exercise with Limitations
This exercise was a real eye
opener and started me on a
journey which resulted in the
development of a set of core
values which are vital to understanding Middle Eastern society. As far as I know, this is the
first attempt to chart a moral
value system in the Middle East
from a missiological perspec-
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tive. There are good reasons for
the lack of a general chart, the
Middle East is far from being a
monolithic bloc, and it is easy
to fall in the trap of what Edward Said termed “Orientalism”
(imposing a Western reading
on the East). Also, due to the
current political crisis that is
affecting the whole region, there
seems to be more interest in
discovering current trends than
values. However, values are long
lasting; trends are not. Lastly,
since values are not tangible, it
is easy to misconstrue them, a
shortcoming that I cannot claim
I am free from.
A Missiological Perspective:
Four Theological Assumptions
While I sought to understand
the reality of the Islamic Middle
East, I realize that I came to this
region with a set of preconceptions about God and reality.
These theological and missiological assumptions have guided my
research in a certain direction
and taken my data beyond the
realm of the descriptive. After all,
I am looking for useful tools, a
sort of road map for action. Undergirding my research are four
main theological assumptions
about reality.
God Has Always Been
Present in Every Culture
God has determined the place
of people’s dwellings and their
times and has made himself
available to all (Acts 17:24:27).
“The eyes of the Lord run to and
fro throughout the whole earth,

to show Himself strong in behalf
of them whose heart is perfect
toward Him” (2 Chr 16:9).
Ellen White explains that
among all nations, kindred, and
tongues, He sees men and women
who are praying for light and knowledge. Their souls are unsatisfied;
long have they fed on ashes. See
Isaiah 44:20. The enemy of all righteousness has turned them aside,
and they grope as blind men. But
they are honest in heart and desire
to learn a better way. Although in
the depths of heathenism, with no
knowledge of the written law of God
nor of His Son Jesus, they have
revealed in manifold ways the working of a divine power on mind and
character (White 1943:376).

This seems to indicate that
in every community God’s footprint can be traced, affirmed, or
retrieved.
Evil Is Present
in Every Culture
Evil has been active in every
culture, defacing God’s work, either through counterfeits (many
times very close to the original),
such as certain ceremonial sacrifices, or by creating an alternative
work that bears no resemblance
to the work of our Creator, such
as spiritualistic rituals and practices. The Adventist community
has referred to the reality of the
struggle between the kingdom of
God and the forces of the kingdom of darkness as the Great
Controversy.
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God Empowers People
to Build His Kingdom
Our role as kingdom builders is threefold: first, to retrieve
God’s work. Retrieve means
to recover, to repossess, and
to reclaim something that has
been taken away from its rightful owner. Sometimes God’s
original has been defaced to
the point that it is no longer
recognizable. It was God who
instituted the sacrificial system;
it was God’s idea that people
fast; and God who established a
day to be set aside for him. For
instance, why did Samia have
to go on the hajj? Where does

from a grateful heart? Or was
it the high price she has to pay
to gain the favor of a God who
counts good deeds before opening the doors of paradise? Many
times Satan’s deceptions are
almost imperceptibles, like the
story that Jesus uses to exemplify the difference between true
sacrifice, from the false “korban”
(Mark 7:11).
Third, the task is to call
people to higher ground, starting
from where God has already been
working. This calling to higher
ground is what I understand as
spiritual growth, the gaining of
a new understanding which is

It was God who instituted the sacrificial system, it was God’s idea that
people fast, God established a day to be
set aside for him.
this idea come from? What is the
importance of this site versus
other holy sites?
Second, God’s people are
called to unmask the lies of
Lucifer (Satan) and to expose
his false claims and deceptive
ways. His lies come in the form
of counterfeits so close to the
original that they are hard to
distinguish or as deceptions
that are sometimes completely
foreign to anything God has
created and yet they are falsely
attributed to God. Take for instance, Samia’s service to the
poor. Was it an act of worship
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
2/2008

deeper and results in life transformation. It is at this level that
new concepts can be brought
into the picture as needed and
others replaced. As God’s people
uplift truth, error is exposed.
With such a model, people gain
new insights about the character and picture of God. Our role
is not to launch a war against
Islam but is against the forces
of evil that are present in every
system. This is a model that restores, heals, rebukes, calls to
judgments, and changes things
from the inside—a biblical model
whose most beautiful expression
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is to be found in the incarnation
of Jesus, the One who entered
into our world to transform it.
My experience with Samia
showed me how much she needed to understand that in the law
of God there is a reward for those
who honor their parents for God
promises such children long life
(Exod 20:12). She listened when
I shared how honor is achieved in
ways that are appropriate in the
eyes of God. “Such honor,” I told
her, “cannot be taken away by
gossip, harm, or any human being.” What I shared made sense
to Samia but left her wondering
how it was possible to have such
honor that comes from God?

trinal truth should enhance the
picture of God or else it becomes
meaningless.
To return to Samia, she needed to know that the pilgrimage of
the heart is far more enriching
that going to any place, regardless of how holy it is. Before going on hajj, Muslims have to put
themselves right with their Lord;
this is a time of deep introspection, and the whole experience
is meant to draw people closer
to God. Serving the poor, on
the other hand is our way to
acknowledge that God has provided generously as we extend
our blessings to others. We also
recover our responsibilities as

Throughout the Old Testament,
which was carved out in the Middle
East, God revealed his immense passion
for his name and for his honor.
In the Old Testament
God Is Concerned for
His Name and Honor
Throughout the Old Testament, which was carved out and
written in the Middle East, God
revealed his immense passion
for his name and for his honor.
If making his name known was
his utmost goal, then this should
also constitute my spiritual focus. I serve to lift up the truth
about God’s character and invite
people to engage, to respond to
God, by accepting his purposes
in their lives. Therefore, all doc-

God’s trustees to manage the
earth in the way God has revealed. By giving we show how
the Lord is the Lord of our lives,
for our treasure is where our
heart is (Matt 6:21).
The Results of the Study:
A Set of Core Values
The following chart (pp 1213) combines my missiological
platform (outlined in the previous section) with my research
findings.
First, I have identified eight
core values (after sifting through
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felt needs) that seem to have
withstood the test of time. They
include submission, purity,
generosity-hospitality, justice,
loyalty, adaptability, wisdom,
and social order. Each of these
values has very specific content
in the Middle East as described
in the value chart. It is interesting that the practices and beliefs
in Islam are meant to build and
preserve these values.
For instance, hajj (pilgrimage)
brings regeneration; forgiveness
is one of the means to attain
purity and honor. By fasting
Muslim believers are put in contact with the realities of the less
fortunate who do not know where
the next meal will come from, so
fasting builds community but
also purifies the soul through
sacrifice. During Ramadan Muslims devote extra time to prayer
which leads to submission before
God. The shahada (witness that
there is only One God and that
Mohammad is his messenger)
is the Muslim way to affirm
the unity of God (Tawhid) and
it also builds a deep sense of
loyalty among those who follow
the One God and acknowledge
the prophethood of Mohammad.
Salat (ritual prayer) is meant
to express submission while
prayers in the mosque reinforce
the sense of equality among
the worshipers who stand side
by side. Zakat (almsgiving) expresses generosity and purity,
and preserves the social order by
looking after the poor.
These values make sense in a
culture where honor is of parahttps://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
2/2008

mount importance and where
shame has to be avoided at all
cost. The intricate interplay of
shame and honor determines one’s
standing in the community.
These eight values are played
out in four areas: the individual,
family, community, and God.
Everyday lives are lived around
these values and when there is
a perception that something is
missing—a sense of a gap between the ideal and the reality,
this leads to the experience of
pain, which exhibits itself in the
form of a person’s felt needs. This
dynamic is particularly relevant
for women, who are very much
in touch with their emotional,
relational, and spiritual lives.
Every aspect of life can be
viewed from three levels (see
chart). First, there is the cultural level. Each of the abovementioned areas (individual,
family, community, and God)
has a cultural element that
serves as motivator.
At the individual level, the
common Muslim looks actively
to receive blessings (baraka) and
avoid curses. At a family level,
honor is highly sought after and
preserved. Shame corrodes honor, therefore face saving is imperative to the point of sacrificing
truth. Relationships come before
truth. Communities strive to
achieve a sense of umma (derived
from the Arabic um or mother)
of brotherhood that transcends
blood ties to embrace ultimately
all Muslims. Before God, the big
edifice of the Islamic faith strives
to achieve a sense of living under
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Levels

Ultimate Heartfelt Need
Peace

Individual

Purity

Generosity/Hospitality

cultural
element

blessing

Engaged submission
to Allah’s will and
obedience

Undefilement by not
being contaminated
with what is haram/
worship (ibada) and
practice social mores/
ablutions

Generosity and wealth
comes from Allah (35:2)

counter
element

curse

Fatalism, manipulation
of supernatural dark
forces, powerlessness

Defilement by using or
doing what is haram/
legalistic ritual performance

Selfishness/generosity
as a power tool to control
or shame

higher
ground (our
challenge)

real blessings

Allah is good and worthy of our submission/
Only He can empower
us to submit to his
will/Isa is the perfect
example of surrendering
to the will of Allah/
submission as an act of
worship

Defilement more than
physical (Matt 7). Sin,
the real source of
defilement. Need for
“new heart.” Isa has
the power to purify
because/he is pure./
Only Allah can make
you whole

We celebrate Allah’s
goodness by giving/better thing is to give than
to receive/the fact that
Allah is generous should
move us to ask him/seek
first Allah and Allah will
provide

cultural
element

honor

Mutual respect, wife:
obedience out of
respect, male: protector
and provider

Sexual purity/self
control/modesty/be a
practicing Muslim

Be dutiful toward one’s
kinfolk and the poor/
property is a source
of honor visiting and
hosting

counter
element

shame

Manipulation, submission out of fear,
coercion, no clear lines
of authority, rebelliousness

Seclusion to preserve
purity/immorality/
honor killings to restore
honor/perception of
women as source of
defilement/male-female
double standards

Generosity as an act of
self righteousness or to
buy Allah’s favor

higher
ground (our
challenge)

real honor

Love that creates
harmony and mutuality.
Allah is the ultimate
source of authority/
order in the home

Expand on sources of
honor/purity higher
than sexual (Matt
5:27-32). “Be perfect as
your Father in heaven
is perfect”

Modelling generosity at
home first and foremost/
giving more than money:
time, love, etc.

cultural
element

restoration
of a sense of
Umma

Live according to the
principles of the shariâ
(seen as the whole duty
of men)/submitting to
Allahly authority

Live in the spirit of the
first Islamic community
at Medina (golden era)

Hospitality

counter
element

anarchy/
division and
shame

Submission to unAllahly
cohesive forces (natural
and supernatural)

Manipulative use of
religion for political or
self serving purposes
(Taliban, Al Qaida),
use of force to impose
“virtue”/legalism

Create dependence
through money/neglect
the poor/underpay
workers

higher
ground (our
challenge)

real community
restoration

Authority that honors
freedom/Consider how
Allah rules his creation
through law of love/we
are vested with Allah’s
power when we submit
ourselves to him

Moral respect for others/forgivennes: Allah’s
way of restoration/
concern for each other/
kingdom values

Looking out for each
other’s needs, caring
for each other (the Acts
model)

cultural
element

Tawhid
(unicity of
Allah)

Obedience as the
highest duty of Allah’s
servant/worship
(ibada) and good works
(hasanat)

Taqwa (righteousness)
and ritual cleansing/
proper behaviour

Returning Zakat (2,5%)/
Sadaqah (free almsgiving)/solidarity with the
Umma

counter
element

brokenness
and shirk

Obedience out of fear/
association of Allah with
someone else (idolatry)

External compliance/
lack of understanding
that impurity is a sickness of the heart

Idolizing material gain

higher
ground (our
challenge)

at-one-ment

Obedience and commitement out of love.
Servantood gives way to
friendship

New heart experience.
Taqwa: inner reightousness by the mercy of
Allah. Only Allah can
give real purity

Generosity as an act of
worship (76: 8-9)/Trust
that Allah will provide
for our needs/ask Allah
to bless us so that we
could bless others/all
resources belong to God.

Family

Community

Islamic Arab Core Values
Submission

Islam
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Islamic Arab Core Values
Justice

Loyalty

Adaptability

Wisdom

Social Order

Keeping one's word/
respecting the right
to life, dignity and
property

Clear individual role
and identity as Arab,
Muslim and Modern
(relevant in the 21st
century)

Adaptability without
compromising one's
beliefs/Ijtihad/faitfulness to one's faith in a
modern world.

Understanding and
virtue that leads to
true piety

Acceptance of one's
gender role/status/
clear authority/power
based on implementing
the law

Reduce justice to retaliation, vengeance

Split identity due
to incongruence
between being Arab,
Muslim, and Modern

Blindly follow taklid
(tradition)/close the
door for ijtihad

Manipulation/knowledge without moral
values

Rigid segregation/roles
unclear/fitna (chaos)/
powerlesness

Honesty/forgiveness
(42:40-43)/integrity/
reconciliation/solidarity/protection for the
weak

Rethink the roots
of one's identity
Commonality of all
humanity

Be open to reinterpretation of beliefs and
customs considered in
their time and cultural
context (hadith mainly)/
ijtihad under the guidance of all the Holy
Books according to the
Spirit of Allah

Perceive wisdom as
a supernatural gift
(29:41-44)/the beginning of wisdom is the
fear (reverence) to
Allah/Allah's revelations are the path of
wisdom/true meaning of taqwa (piety)

Acceptance of each
other's role as men and
women created with a
purpose that honors
Allah/Isa gives us power
over sin/availability of
spiritual weapons to
defeat evil

Fairness (4:134-135)/
protection of one's
property

To know one's place
within the family/
to be happy with
one's role

Willingness to consider
alternative interpretations of the Qur'an
(especially of 4:34)

Impart sound moral
education and example to the children

Obedience to patriarchal
authority/respect/
clear lines of authority/
male: master, protector, provider. Woman:
care-giver, nurturer,
procreates

Unequal treatment/
abuse of power

Women=females/
manhood=the ability
to provide financially/link social
cohesion to women's
role of preservation

Anxiety; caught between
idealism (shari'a relational model) and the
reality of the modern
world/gossip

No moral values

Obedience out of fear/
manipulation/rebelliousness/individualism/physical abuse

Shared authority/
forgiveness (4:128)/
authority ultimately
sprouts from Allah and
should return to him

Strive to make each
home a center of
love, affirmation,
and security

Tolerance and acceptance/mercy with the
ones who err (49:11).

Strive to protect the
family from error
(24:74/14:40)/sound
advise based on
revelation

Obedience based on
respect and trust/
godliness: Allah's way to
defeat evil/trust: basic
to any relationship

Rule by consultation
-consensus for guidance and legitimacy
(42:38)/spirit of fairness of the Shar'ia/
mercy

Sense of belonging
to the Umma that
bears witness of
Allah in the relations
of its members (9:71
& 3:110). Shared
past and culture

To allow minorities to
exist and protect minimaly their rights

Ijma: consensus of
the learned ones
based on guidance
received from Islamic
sources of authority
(mainly Qur'an and
Sunna)

Fair boundaries: men's
world (Umma/public
sphere), women's world
(sexuality/family/
home)/authority within
one's realm/provision
for the weak/Jihad
(struggle) to protect
one's community

Oppresion/elitism/law
applied without equity

Defensiveness
against the West,
defining one's identity as contrary to …
rather than in positive, proud terms.

To equate heresy as
communal disloyalty
and apostasy as treason
which threatens the
believer's freedom of
concience

Tradition (taqleed)
leading to rigidity/
door to critical reasoning (ijtihad) closed

Lawlessness/social
disorder (fitna)/loss of
identity/powerlessness/
poitical unstability/
fear/anarchy

Mediation/restitution/
kindness (Al-Mumtahinah: 8) Human
rights/righteousness
as a supreme value in
the Bible

Rediscover the spiritual contribution
of the Arab Islamic
Umma/to suport
small groups based
on spiritual ties

Pluralism: to understand that Allah has
shed light on every community and sent them
prophets to invite them
to engage with him.

Ijtihad under guidance of the "sakinah"

Work within the social
order, respect for authority/understanding
of the Great Controversy
and Allah's/way of ruling the world/Kingdom
of God

Judgment Day as
balance between good
and bad deeds

To Islam by being a
Muslim/to God as
being his trustee on
the earth (khalifa)

To accept diversity as
willed by Allah (42:1318)

Discernment between
right and wrong
(6:153)

Islamic law (sharia)
which translates the
eternal will of God into
everyday life by its
rulings

Major sins/usurping
God's authority in the
lives of others

Identity only tied
to nation and to an
idealized past

Fanaticism/syncretism

Human discourse
obscures the meaning
of Allah's revelation

Lawlessness disorder

Allah has made a
provision of mercy to
cover our sins, and
be forgiven/Isa as our
defender/justice is a
gift from above/Allah
loves righteousness

Allah as Father gives
us a new identity/
rethink one's identity in spiritual
terms rather than
socio-political
cultural only.

Understand that Allah
sent his message in previous books that are in
essential harmony with
his will (42:13-18)/grow
in understanding of the
will of Allah in time.

Real wisdom is the
knowledge and fear
of Allah (8:2-4)/the
wisdom of Allah has
been revealed in all
the Holy Books

The believer can intercede for his community/
social unity results from
allegiance to Allah/
chaos and evil: real
sources/prinicples of
spiritual warfare

https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
2/2008

13 10

P.: Exploring Core Values in the Middle East from a Missiological Per
the guidance on the only One
which is called Tawhid (unity
of God). Tawhid is theological,
teleological, and also ethical in
nature. If there is only One God,
anything else falls under his
authority and no one and nothing should be associated with
him (shirk). Tawhid provides the
worldview needed to create a just
world order in which the will of
God can be enacted.
The second level is the counter-element level. For each cultural element there is a counterelement that has the potential
to destroy it. Likewise, for each
value that can be identified, there
is also a counter-value, which
obscures the value either by presenting a counterfeit alternative
close to the original or simply
replacing the value with something new and deceptive. These
counter-values many times are
perceived as shortcuts by the
community. For example, many
Muslims strive to accept what
they believe is to be the sovereign
will of God in their lives, and yet
below the surface there is a great
deal of manipulation as Muslims
try to alter that “which is written”
for them by Allah. It is at this level
that folk Islam, which consists of
the non-orthodox practices and
beliefs that are deeply rooted in
the world of spirits and demonic
powers, impacts so many Islamic
cultures. Folk Islam is especially
prevalent in the lives of women,
who tend to feel powerless. In the
world of the spirits people gather
strength and find protection from
life’s hardships.

Finally, the third level, which
I call higher ground, represents
my challenge and I believe this
is the challenge for all of those
who are in a similar setting. This
is the level of spiritual and social involvement that we should
aim at. Not only do we operate
as a change agent to affirm and
deepen what is good, but we
should also strive to remove
any misconceptions about God
and his true nature. It is here
that local cultures and religious
systems are called to judgment.
Take, for instance, the value of
purity, which is very relevant to
Muslim women. A reputation of
purity and modesty enhances the
family’s sense of honor. Muslims
in general avoid defilement as a
way to preserve purity. Touching
or entering into places which are
impure cause defilement. Defilement is a state of impurity of
one’s soul.
As change agents we can
share with our Muslim friends
that ritual cleansing before
prayers is one of the many means
to achieve cleansing. However,
washing can only remove that
which is impure or unclean on
the outside, but cannot transform one’s nature. Those who
wash today will have to come
back to the fountain of cleansing
over and over again. However,
God has the power and means
to remove the uncleanliness of
the heart and transform us so
that we can worship him with a
cleanliness that comes from deep
inside our souls. Like the woman
at the well who had to come every
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day to fetch water, we also can
discover that gift from God that
will purify the heart (which is
the real source of impurity) and
receive water that can quench
our thirst for good. Our purity
is guaranteed by the One who
was the source of all purity and
who has power to clothe us with
that purity.
In summary, this whole set
of core moral values that is in
constant interplay within this
culture has the ultimate purpose of restoring what I believe
is the biggest felt need and
foundational value in the Middle
East: peace. Peace to overcome

their worldview? The above chart
is meant to serve as a road map
to chart the path to the spiritual
heart of our Muslim friends in
the Middle East. As such, it
needs to be broken down into
working units. The format of
these units will depend on the
change agents and on those with
whom they are interacting.
In my specific context of working among women I have found
that the story format seems to
have a natural flow that is most
effective, especially in one-on-one
interactions. Seldom will women
sit for formal studies at an appointed time following a ques-

Spiritual interaction seems to happen more often at the kitchen table over
a cup of hot tea and a platter of fruits
and nuts.
alienation, peace with oneself,
peace in the home, peace in
one’s community, peace in one’s
nation, peace among one’s community, and peace before God.
The Middle East is in desperate
need of peace. The current political situation has made this need
even more imperative.
A Useful Tool for Mission
The natural question that follows after a chart like this is how
can I use it? How can I actually
develop a ministry once I have
identified Muslims’ felt needs,
their beliefs, their values, and
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
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tion-and-answer study guide.
Spiritual interaction seems to
happen more often at the kitchen
table over a cup of hot tea and a
platter of fruit and nuts. It is in
the intimacy of this sacred place
where stories become life-giving
streams that flow into thirsty
souls in powerful ways. Stories
are non-threatening and selfpropagating since mothers can
repeat them to their children,
wives to their husbands, and
sisters to sisters and brothers.
Through storytelling, I have
seen the Holy Spirit move
strongly to highlight areas of the
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story that I had not been aware
of myself, giving me the chance
not only to share but to actually
enhance my own understanding of God. I am including as
an example one of these stories
that has taken on new meaning
when read from a shame and
honor viewpoint. In telling the
story I try to present it as close
to the cultural setting of my
friends as possible. After telling the story I read it from the
Bible so it can speak for itself.
The following is a story in which
shame, defilement, and fear are
intertwined. Jesus masterfully
exposes them before bringing
restoration.
Purity Restored: The Day
Amina Met Isa the Messiah
I have never met Amina. Even
more, I am not even sure that this
is her name. What I am certain is
that she lived in Palestine, long,
long ago. I somehow picture her
with soft eyes and silky dark hair,
just like yours. She was beautiful. Her soft-spoken words, calm
spirit, kind manners, and beauty
did not go unnoticed. Her parents
were full of hope; a bright future
waited at the door and soon
started to knock persistently.
Amina’s parents were delighted for honorable families
had come to express the marriage
intentions of their sons. After all
the proper arrangements were
finalized, the wedding took place.
The little town in Palestine looked
so festive. Every family had gathered to rejoice with Abu and Umm
Amina on this blessed day.

The joy lasted a few months,
until it became apparent that
Amina could not produce children.
What started as common bleeding turned out to be a nightmare.
For months Amina had been
bleeding intermittently. Pale and
weakened by the loss of iron she
found no comfort for no doctor
could heal her.
The neighbors noticed her loss
of weight and, as the months
passed, her inability to fill her
home with children. “Poor husband, poor Ahmed” they would
say. “He doesn’t deserve this
shame.” At the annual feast at the
temple, she could not join her husband. Impure and defiled Amina
could not attend any religious
ceremonies. The yearly pilgrimage only served to highlight her
sense of unworthiness.
Enshrouded in shame and
painful silence Amina withdrew
into the secrecy of her home.
She would go to the market right
before dusk, when the vendors
were collecting their goods before
quitting for the day, to avoid the
prying eyes of her neighbors.
And then it happened. It was
a calm night in September when
her fears materialized. The family pressure was stronger than
Amina’s husband’s resolution,
and Ahmed was presented with
another young wife, full of life and
with a promising womb.
Amina had to accept her defeat. Penniless, she returned to
her paternal home. By now it
had become clear that no doctor,
no matter how renowned, could
restore her health. Was her dis-
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grace God’s judgment upon her?
Shouldn’t it then be accepted
with resignation as God’s will
for her life?
Broken in spirit, Amina kept
alive a spark of hope from the day
she heard about the obscure Galilean rabbi who could heal every
sickness. How could she possibly
contact him? News came one day
that he was coming to town, but
what if he could only be found in
the synagogue? How would she
reach out to him? Her fainting
heart could hardly take it.
And yet she refused to let her
last ray of hope be killed. This
rabbi was often to be found on the
roads, not only the wide avenues
but also the remoter, less beaten
paths. And could he be the One?
The long awaited Prophet that
was to come with healing under
his wings? People believed that
he had come from God because no
one could do the miracles he did.
Of course, this was secretly whispered behind veils, curtains, and
pillars. After all, who wanted to be
alienated by the local Sheikhs?
Early on the day of his arrival, Amina poured out her soul
in prayer and concealed herself
carefully under the protection of
her hijab. She had almost forgotten the roads; it had been twelve
years since she had begun living
in self-imposed exiled! Her village
had grown since then. It looked
so different, new markets, new
homes, new people, and new kids
on her street!
Large crowds were slowly
moving toward Levi’s house.
Amina’s heart sank—she stood
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/jams/vol4/iss2/2
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no chance whatsoever to get close
enough to the Galilean Prophet to
bring her case before him!
“If only I could touch his clothes;
perhaps I could be healed,” she
thought. It was a folk belief that
very powerful Prophets could
transfer baraka (power) to objects that came in contact with
them. But who was he? Under
whose authority could he release
a force stronger than the evil of
her body?
Painfully, she made her way
through the crowd. Isa the Messiah was in a hurry; a little girl was
about to die, and Isa’s presence
was her ultimate hope. Finally
Amina’s moment came. She got
closer but not close enough. As
if the Master knew, He walked
closer to where she was standing.
As her hand reached to touch his
cloak, God’s power was released
and entered like electricity to revive every organ of her body.
“Who touched me?” asked
Isa. Amina panicked. She had
wished to fade away in the
crowd, and now hundreds of
eyes were upon her.
Why was the Master shaming her in this way? Amina did
not understand that Isa was not
only a powerful healer but also
someone who wished to restore
her full life.
“Daughter”—daughter? No one
had called her daughter in years.
“Dirty . . . infertile . . . defiled.”
These were the names still ringing in her ears. But He called her
“daughter”! She was part of his
family. He was her protector, her
Father and a powerful one!
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“Daughter, you are being
healed because you have faith.”
Isa accepted the superstitious
approach of Amina, but after he
had encountered her, he wanted
to challenge her misunderstanding; it was faith that released the
power of God, not magic clothes.
Isa’s public address was his
way of restoring her to her community. She was to return home
with her head up high. Even if
religious leaders would not recognize her healing, someone more
powerful had declared her clean.
Now she could truly go in peace,
in wholeness.

her honor is restored in the eyes
of her community. This is higher
ground. The fact that Jesus could
touch her defilement and not be
defiled himself also points to him
as a source of purity, which is
unique to him. Higher ground is
simply an invitation to look again
to the revelation of who God is
and respond accordingly.
Conclusion
This study has shown that
the Islamic Middle East, while
sharing a worldview common
to the rest of the Islamic world,
has its own unique set of core

The story will be meaningless if it
does not enter our friends’ personal
stories in what is perceived as needed,
as missing.
This is the time to read the
story found in Luke 8:47-48 and
let the beauty of its power sink
in. This is a good time to ask our
friend which part of the story she
thinks speaks most powerfully
and ask her if she wishes to tap
into the power of Isa and get to
know more of him.
My Muslim friends are searching for honor, purity, and power.
They already know that Jesus
can heal and that he can read
the secrets of people because it is
recorded in their holy books. But
in the story, Amina receives more
than healing; she is cleansed,
welcomed into a new family, and

values that serve as a gateway
for ministry when considered
from a missiological perspective.
As God’s people strive to better
understand Muslims communities, God will enable them to
understand where his Spirit has
been at work, where Satan has
to be challenged, and how truth
can progressively take root. This
is part of the bigger picture which
we as Adventists have traditionally referred to as the Great
Controversy.
Our Adventist understanding
of what went wrong in the world,
of who our enemy is, of what the
real issues are at stake in the
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controversy between good and
evil, on how honor is restored in
the universe, and how the story
unfolds in the end is the story
that Muslims in these lands are
yearning to embrace. And yet
the story will be meaningless if
it does not enter our friends’ personal stories in what is perceived
as needed and as what is missing. Heartfelt needs pave the way
to the heart and allow the yeast
of the Good News to bring about
transformation,
Through the heart felt needs
of our host community we can
discover the values that hold
the community together. This
understanding will allow us
to find God’s footprints in our
communities, to identify Satan’s
counterfeits, and to have opportunities to challenge our friends
to move to higher ground. Such a
presentation will not be rejected
as a foreign “innovation” but will
be perceived as retrieving and
enhancing something which has
been lost.
Not only will our Muslim
friends grow, but our own picture
of God will be greatly enhanced.
A study, such as this, will create
a bonding with your community
and lead to honest appreciation
of its culture.
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